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As rhetorician Robert Asen has pointed out, the political framing of poverty-that is, how politicians formulate arguments about how we as a nation should talk about and address issues of poverty-in the New Deal era was quite different from today.
Back then, the emphasis was on structure-namely, the devastating impact of the economic crisis. Americans clearly recognized that hundreds of thousands of citizens were poor or unemployed, mainly because of a severe and prolonged job shortage. In the public arena today, poverty tends to be discussed in reference to individual initiative. This distinction, Asen says, reveals how larger shifts in society have influenced our understanding of the nature of poverty.
Therefore, we ought to consider the contingency of political frames at particular moments in time. These "deliberative frames" not only orient our debates on public policy, but they can also be shifted through debate. So, just because cultural explanations resonate with policymakers and the public today doesn't mean structural explanations can't resonate with them tomorrow. Shifting political frames, however, and hopefully providing a more balanced discussion, requires parallel efforts among politicians, engaged citizens, and scholars.
In the past I've called for framing issues designed to appeal to broad segments of the population. Key to this, I argued, would be an emphasis on policies that directly benefit all groups, not just people of color. Given American views about poverty and race, I thought, a colorblind agenda would be the most realistic way to generate the broad political support necessary to enact the required legislation. I no longer hold to this view.
The question isn't whether the policy should be race-neutral or universal, the question is whether the policy is framed to facilitate a frank discussion of the problems that ought to be addressed and to generate political support to alleviate them.
In framing public policy, we shouldn't shy away from an explicit discussion of the specific issues of race and poverty. Instead, we should highlight them in our attempt to convince the nation that these problems should be seriously confronted and that there is an urgent need to address them. These issues should be framed such that it generates not only a sense of fairness and justice to combat inequality, but also so people are convinced that our country would be better off if these problems were addressed and eradicated.
In considering this change of frame, I was drawn to Barack Obama's March 18, 2008, speech on race. His oratory provides a model for the type of framing I have in mind.
Obama spoke to the issue of structure and culture, as well as their interaction. He drew attention to the disparities that exist between the "African-American community and the larger American community today"-disparities that "can be traced to inequalities passed on from an earlier generation that suffered under the brutal legacy of slavery and Jim Crow." He also discussed the lack of economic opportunity among black men, and how "the shame and frustration that came from not being able to provide for one's family contributed to the erosion of black families."
However, Obama didn't stop with structural inequities; he also focused on problematic cultural and behavioral responses to these inequities, including a cycle of violence among black men and a "legacy of defeat" that has been passed on to future generations.
By combining a powerful discussion of structural inequities with an emphasis on personal responsibility, Obama didn't isolate the latter from the former. His speech gave an honest appraisal of structural racial inequality as he called for all Americans to support blacks in their struggle to help themselves. I think this speech could serve as a model for the careful political framing of race and poverty we need to move forward in this country.
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